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Abstract: 
This paper considers how Asia can be meaningfully studied and understood in the 
first national history curriculum to be implemented in Australia. Its focus is on how 
empathy might be conceptualised as part of the process of becoming ‘Asia literate’ 
and the ways in which an empathetic understanding can be developed in the 
Australian Curriculum: History by engaging students with children’s literature. We 
argue that stories about Chinese experiences in Australia from particular episodes in 
the nation’s past can be utilised for their potential to prompt historical inquiry and 
empathetic engagement in the classroom.  
 
Introduction 
The significance of Asian engagement for Australia and education’s role in capacity 
building students with Asia-related knowledge and skills are receiving renewed 
attention following the release of the Australian Government’s report ‘Australia in the 
Asian Century’ (2012). This White Paper emphasises the fundamental importance of 
deeper Australian engagement with Asia across its broad range of policy objectives 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2012). In her Foreword to the paper, Prime Minister 
Gillard refers to the economic opportunities and strategic challenges that will 
accompany the rise of Asia whilst also noting the social and cultural benefits to be 
gained from broadening and deepening people-to-people links across the region. 
However, the White Paper’s emphasis on the importance of Asian studies in the 
curriculum and its broader encouragement of Asia capabilities across Australian 
society are not new. Some might argue that we have been desperately seeking Asia 
for more than forty years through a plethora of government and non-government 
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policies, documents, committees, working parties and organisations which have 
explored aspects of the need for Australians to learn Asian languages and cultures in 
the national interest (Henderson, 2003).  
 
This paper is concerned with the ways in which Asia can be meaningfully studied and 
understood in the classroom in ways that go beyond the instrumentalism of policy 
rhetoric that positions engagement with Asia as means to securing Australia’s 
economic and strategic advantage. In this policy discourse Asia literacy is framed in 
terms of skills that enable Australians to ‘capitalise on the economic potential of the 
Asian Century’ (Henry Review Submissions, 2012, p. 11). Our focus on ‘reading Asia 
through China’ addresses how empathy might be conceptualised as part of the process 
of becoming Asia literate and how an empathic understanding can be developed in the 
Australian Curriculum: History (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority [ACARA], 2013) by engaging students with children’s literature. We limit 
our focus to China, for two reasons. First, we are mindful of the significant cultural 
differences in the Asian region and wish to avoid any presumption that homogenises 
the counties of Asia into a static category to be ‘known’. In selecting one nation to 
focus on we identify China for political and historical reasons. Politically, the 
Australian government places considerable emphasis on its bilateral relationship with 
China. Following the current Prime Minister’s visit to Beijing in April, 2013, a range 
of policy announcements spanning business and finance, tourism, international 
cooperation, defence and climate change have been secured between China and 
Australia (Media Release, 2013).  
 
Second, we are conscious of the significance of cultural interconnections that are the 
product of historically and politically contingent factors from Australia’s colonial 
past. Australia has a long history of contact with China and we contend that stories 
about Chinese experiences in Australia from particular episodes in the nation’s past 
can be utilised for their potential to prompt historical inquiry and empathetic 
engagement in the classroom. We refer to the Chinese presence in Australia during 
and following the Gold Rushes in the 1840s as our example for, as Millar notes, 
Chinese settlers, even more than convicts and Aboriginal people, are an often-ignored 
but essential element in early Australian history (Millar, 2009). Indeed, some 
historians suggest the discovery of gold and the waves of Chinese miners from the 
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1840s changed the politics of race in Australia leading directly to the establishment of 
the White Australia Policy. According to Langfield (1997) '(t)he practice of 'White 
Australia' was already in place well before Federation in the form of entry, 
occupational and citizenship restrictions' (p. 30).  
 
We argue that addressing the Australian Curriculum’s Asia priority through children’s 
literature that focuses on the Chinese experience, together with primary and 
secondary sources, presents opportunities to foster intercultural understanding in the 
history classroom at a time when Australia has never been more culturally diverse 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). We begin our discussion with a brief 
overview of the Asian priority and the significance of Asia literacy for the national 
history curriculum. We then consider the emergence of historical empathy in the 
teaching of history and the debates that have resulted around this concept. Finally, we 
focus on Asian-Australian children’s literature and argue that children’s literature 
ideally provides history students with learning opportunities to explore and mediate 
cultural attitudes, ideals and values about the Chinese in Australia, past and present, 
as well as the possibility for imagining a different Australia for the years ahead. We 
draw on two datasets - Asian-Australian Children’s Literature & Publishing and 
Children’s Literature Digital Resources – to discuss briefly fictionalised accounts of 
Chinese immigrant experiences and the potential of texts for understanding the 
complexity of historical empathy. By understanding both the potential and problems 
with empathy we want to dismantle any notion that all readers read in the same way 
and that by simply reading about others readerly empathy will automatically follow.  
 
The Asia priority in the Australian Curriculum: History 
The agreed policy which informs the Australian curriculum project and all other 
national and state initiatives, the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for 
Young Australians emphasises that ‘Australians need to become “Asia-literate” 
engaging and building strong relationships with Asia’ (MCEETYA, 2008 p. 4). This 
marks the first time that an Asia priority has been addressed in the national goals for 
schooling in Australia and the release of the White Paper in October 2012 serves to 
reinforce this emphasis. Asia literacy can be linked to the acquisition of knowledge 
and understanding about Asia as students learn about and understand aspects of the 
histories, geographies, art and literatures of the diverse countries of the region.  Those 
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skills and dispositions that stem from such knowledge and understanding are also 
critical for Asia literacy so that students develop the capacity to engage with at least 
one culture in the Asian region. However, as noted earlier, despite longstanding 
advocacy for including Asia in the curriculum, until recently it has received limited 
attention in the implementation of education policy documents (Henderson, 2008). 
Following the imperatives of the Melbourne Declaration advocates of the Asia 
priority argue that students need to develop Asia-related knowledge, understandings, 
skills and dispositions to deal with the opportunities presented by growing regional 
engagement with Asia, and to negotiate the challenges posed by those stereotypes and 
misconceptions evident in Australian and in Asian societies (Henderson, 2012). Thus, 
it is hoped that an ‘Asia-engaged’ young Australian will develop ‘intercultural skills 
and understandings to participate in, learn from, contribute to and engage confidently 
in diverse cultural environments at home and abroad’ (Asia Education Foundation, 
2006). Given Australia’s multicultural society and increasing levels of cultural 
diversity, the capacity to foster intercultural skills through the Asia priority will 
become even more significant in classrooms as Chapter 6 of the White Paper makes 
clear.  
 
Within the architecture of the Australian Curriculum the Asia priority can be achieved 
through the cross-curriculum priority of Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia, 
and also through the General Capability of intercultural understanding. The 
dispositional dimensions of the latter are defined in the February 2013 version of the 
Australian Curriculum with reference to sharing, creating and contesting different 
cultural perceptions and practices together with the development of a critical 
awareness of the processes of socialisation and representation that shape and maintain 
cultural differences. The cross-curriculum priority, Asia and Australia’s engagement 
with Asia, can be addressed through subject-specific knowledge and understanding in 
each of the specified discipline areas in the curriculum. At several junctures in the 
primary years of schooling the Historical Knowledge and Understanding strand in the 
history curriculum provides suggested content foci through which students can 
engage and investigate literature and other sources about the Chinese in Australia. For 
example, in the Foundation, or early years, students can explore personal and family 
origins and histories and how stories can be communicated. In Year 5, as part of their 
investigation of the development of the Australian colonies, students can study the 
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impact of a significant event such as the Gold Rushes. The Chinese presence can also 
be examined in Year 6 through migrant stories and experiences of citizenship and 
democracy as part of the curriculum focus on ‘Australia as a nation’ (Henderson, 
2009). Hence there are opportunities for students to investigate how attitudes to China 
and ‘Chineseness’ developed and evolved in Australia. As the historian Ann Curthoys 
(2001) observes: 
On balance, the racial imagery, which came into prominence in the 
nineteenth century and survived well into the twentieth, is now a fragment, a 
segment, a trace, of the encompassing discourse and consciousness that it 
once was. There are a great many reasons for this, but important amongst 
them is the experience of over a century and a half of associations with 
Asians (especially the Chinese) and other peoples in Australia, and all its 
intermixing, intermarriage, and in large part common interests. In pursuing 
Chinese Australian history further, it is important to remember not only the 
historical experiences of the Chinese who came to Australia, but also that 
they had considerable impact on other peoples and cultures they 
encountered. This, too, is part of their story (p. 28). 
 
Historical Empathy and the Teaching of History 
Empathy is identified as one of the core understandings that form the basis of 
historical thinking in the new Australian history curriculum. Empathy in history does 
not equate with feeling sorry for someone in the past, rather, the capacity to gain a 
perspective on the past that is empathetic involves the ability to see and understand 
the world from a perspective not our own. In the new curriculum empathy is referred 
to in terms of understanding the past from the point of view of a particular individual 
or group, including an appreciation of the circumstances they faced, and the 
motivations, values and attitudes behind their actions. As Retz (2012) observes, 
‘historical empathy is characterised by modes of thinking which emphasise the 
importance of historical context’ (p. 40).  
 
The significance of historical empathy for the history education of young people 
received prominence in the innovative School Council History 13-16 Project (SHP) in 
the United Kingdom. SHP was distinctive for its time in that it emphasised the use of 
sources of evidence and the investigation of historical problems or inquiries in 
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contrast to traditional teaching approaches. Aiming to provide opportunities for 
students to understand the distinctive character of history by learning about the 
subject’s perspectives, methods and logic, SHP also attempted to address the personal 
and social needs of young people. The project’s evaluator, Denis Shemilt (1980), 
referred to SHP’s success in raising the quality of young people’s historical learning. 
With reference to the procedural nature of history and the emphasis on evidence and 
empathy, Shemilt noted that SHP students exhibited a greater awareness that much of 
their knowledge about the past was founded upon evidenced-based imaginative 
reconstruction than non-Project students. Whilst SHP prompted an interest in inquiry-
based and child-centred approaches to teaching history, often referred to as the ‘new 
history’, its emphasis on historical empathy became a highly contested aspect of 
history education in the United Kingdom during the 1980s (Phillips, 2002).  
 
Conflicting views about the nature and value of historical empathy in the curriculum 
were part of a broader debate about how history should be taught during the 
implementation of the first National Curriculum in England and Wales in 1991 
(Foster, 1998). For example, critics argued that the new history’s emphasis on skills 
came at the expense of historical content and that empathy was too complex and 
prone to ahistorical applications (Harris, Foreman-Peck, & Northants, 2004). 
However, Shemilt’s (1984) further research into student explanations about the 
actions of people in the past indicated that empathy was both teachable and assessable 
and that students are capable of thinking empathetically when they understand that 
different people at different times in the past could have different views, values, 
interests, and so on, from each other. Similarly, UK history educators Rosalyn Ashby 
and Peter Lee’s (1987) research on young people’s ability to empathise as part of the 
project ‘Concepts of History and Teaching Approaches’ (CHATA) focused on 
understanding the motivation and behaviour of individuals in the past. They found 
that students need to imagine the lives of people in the past in order to make sense of 
their beliefs and actions and that this was necessary before students were able to 
sequence an informed explanation about the past from the perspectives of those 
individuals involved (Ashby & Lee, 1987). Lee (1983) argues that empathy is central 
to history and ‘without it (as something achieved) history cannot begin’ (p.40). In 
broad terms, the literature on empathy in history education addresses its philosophical 
meaning and students’ cognitive processes (Ashby & Lee, 1987). However, during 
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the 1970s and 1980s empathy was theorised in conflicting ways prompting critics to 
question its applicability to classroom practice. Empathy was variously aligned with 
imagination (Coltham & Fines, 1971) or portrayed as a skill (Cairns, 1989), a 
disposition (Lee, 1983) and as a heuristic process (Portal, 1987). Deborah 
Cunningham (2009) argues that teachers in England grappled with this lack of 
conceptual sharpness and found it challenging to harness their students’ imaginations 
whilst also maintaining a focus on historical evidence.  
 
In reflecting upon the problems associated with teaching and assessing empathy in 
England, Peter Lee and Denis Shemilt (2011) suggest that more experimentation and 
research are required so that a deeper awareness of students’ empathic understanding 
can be achieved; for empathy is still considered by many to be a vital part of history 
teaching and learning.  Since 2000, there have been renewed efforts to address the 
conceptual confusion over empathy’s significance in historical thinking and 
reasoning. The development of empathy is addressed in the significant research on 
historical thinking by North American and European educators including Sam 
Wineburg (2001), Peter Seixas (2004) and Stéphane Lévesque (2008), as well as in a 
focus on historical reasoning by the Dutch researchers Jan Van Drie and Carla Van 
Boxtel (2008). A recurring emphasis across such research is the evidential and 
constraining basis of evidence. As Keith Barton and Linda Levstik (2004) put it:  
Empathy involves using the perspective of people in the past to explain their 
actions. To understand why people in the past acted as they did, we need to 
focus on what they were trying to accomplish, the nature of their beliefs, 
attitudes and knowledge, the culturally and historically situated assumptions 
that guided their thought and actions. We must understand, as best we can, 
their world and how they saw it, no matter how greatly those experiences 
differed from our own. Such recognition is grounded in evidence; we use 
sources from the past as a way of interpreting historical perspectives (pp. 
209-10). 
 
Similarly, Lee and Shemilt (2011) contend that empathy occurs when, on the basis of 
evidence, students reconstruct people’s beliefs and values in ways that make actions 
and social practices intelligible and that this is a way of explaining past forms of life 
that were different from present times. They suggest that this also involves a 
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disposition to recognise the possibility and importance of making these differences 
intelligible. Hence, in the history classroom empathy does not involve sharing 
people’s feelings and it is not a skill that can be practised; rather, students need to 
understand the informing and constraining elements of texts. This also applies to 
notions of historical imagination for, whilst any discussion of empathy in history must 
also acknowledge the role of historical imagination, the use of the imagination in 
history is always shaped by evidence and not prone to unfettered flights of fancy 
(Husbands, 1996). Hence, student thinking must be guided through inquiry to practice 
what Bernard Bailyn (Bailyn & Lathem 1994) described as ‘imagination in a 
straitjacket’ (p.25). Bailyn’s phrase reflects the early attempts to embed historical 
empathy in the Australian national curriculum process.  
 
Empathy in the Australian Curriculum: History 
In the first substantial paper in the history curriculum development process, the Shape 
Paper for history (ACARA, 2009, p. 9), historical empathy and moral judgement were 
included as part of the original set of eight historical understandings described as 
‘concepts that (are) core components of historical understanding’ (ACARA, 2009, p. 
6). Selected on the basis of international research on historical pedagogy, the other 
seven concepts included evidence, continuity and change, cause and consequence and 
significance, historical perspectives, contestation and contestability, and problem 
solving. The last was removed from later versions of the history curriculum 
document. Whilst the Shape Paper identified historical empathy and moral judgement 
as the capacity to enter into the world of the past with an informed imagination, its 
emphasis altered in subsequent versions of the curriculum. The moral judgment 
component disappeared and in the most recent February 2013 online version of the 
history curriculum empathy stands alone and is defined in the glossary as ‘an 
understanding of the past from the point of view of a particular individual or group, 
including an appreciation of the circumstances they faced, and the motivations, values 
and attitudes behind their actions’ (ACARA, 2013, p. 4). Yet, whilst there are 
references to empathy in the curriculum’s rationale and aims it is not specifically 
addressed in the curricular strands. This is problematic for if empathy is to be 
developed as one of the significant procedural concepts in historical understanding, it 
needs to be foregrounded in guidelines for teachers to assist them in engaging with 
the suggested historical content. ACARA’s position is that such pedagogical issues 
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are removed from the remit of a curriculum document and are to be addressed by 
teachers implementing the curriculum in the classroom.  This is a serious weakness in 
the curriculum as teachers look to this document for guidance on how learning 
experiences that prompt empathic engagement might be contextualised in a particular 
topic as the basis for seeking teaching resources to support it.  
 
Children’s literature and the Australian Curriculum: History 
In foregrounding the value of children’s literature in the Australian Curriculum: 
History, we do not suggest that literature (including genres of historical fiction, 
memoir and diaries) can replace the use of history texts in the classroom. Rather, we 
argue that well-researched (historical and contemporary) novels used alongside 
history texts, together with structured inquiry, can provide meaningful and deep 
learning experiences to stimulate interest in a particular period of history. Literature 
can be examined more closely to discern what texts suggest about the past and the 
present, and the opportunities for developing an empathic understanding (Nussbaum, 
1997). As John Whitehouse (2008) observes, the context for the production of any 
literary form, be it narrative or historiography, must be examined in the classroom 
(p.4). In this sense, stories are often the vehicle to a much deeper inquiry into the past 
based on a range of available primary and secondary sources; they are also the means 
for understanding contemporary society and the conditions which have led to, and 
shaped, Australia’s multicultural society.  Much has been written about ‘the ability to 
see and understand the world from a perspective not our own’ (Seixas, 1997, p. 123) 
in the history classroom. A similar claim has been made about literature providing 
readers with the experience of ‘standing in the shoes of another’. While literature 
offers readers a perspective on events of the past, insight into a character’s 
motivation, and has the potential to raise empathic awareness, it can also ‘flatten 
historical sensibility’ (Boler, 1997, p. 225) through selective, self-serving and 
politically-sanitised reconstructions of the complexity of human experience. 
 
Children’s literature and empathy are often linked inasmuch as some both inside and 
outside of the teaching profession regard reading literature as an activity that makes 
us more empathic (Jurecic, 2011, p. 11). The role of literature, and more broadly 
narrative or story, in schools has often been seen as a means for broadening students’ 
understanding of human experience and in developing empathy for others. The 
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argument here is that deep engagement with the lives of others, either through 
fictional characters or biographical narratives, may encourage students to be more 
empathetic and thus more effective in understanding the plight and circumstances of 
others whose lives are very different from their own. While readerly empathy is 
something that many students undoubtedly experience when they immerse themselves 
in a story that moves them, another view is that empathy, and other affective 
responses, ‘have histories and lend force to ideologies, political movements, and 
cultures’ (Jurecic, 2011, p. 11). For example, reading about ‘boat people’ in a 
children’s book may engender feelings of compassion; however, reading a newspaper 
article of a similar account may reinforce the need for tighter security measures. Ann 
Jueric argues that the difficulty that the concept of empathy raises is that for some it is 
the ‘basis of compassionate behaviour’, while others see it as ‘a cultural tool for 
reinforcing existing structures of power’ (Jurecic, 2011, p. 11). Children’s literature 
provides a rich source for understanding and reflecting upon cultural differences and - 
with reference to multiculturalism, migration, asylum seekers and detainees, diasporas 
and the complexities of trans/national identity - the challenges of cross-cultural 
negotiations and intergenerational tensions and relationships.  
 
History educator, Hilary Cooper, whose research following the implementation of the 
national history curriculum in England more than twenty years ago, found that 
children are comfortable about learning history through stories as they vicariously 
broaden their experience and knowledge of other places and times (Cooper, 2010). 
Cooper contends that stories affect children’s intellectual growth for they do not listen 
passively; rather, they are called upon to create new worlds through powers of 
imagination. In similar terms, Don Holdaway’s (1979) work explores how stories 
allow children the opportunity to escape vicariously from the bonds of the present into 
the past and to explore emotion, intention, behaviour and human purpose. Holdaway 
argues that such narrative escapes allow children to experience new dimensions of 
imagination and ideas, which they could not discover for themselves. Similarly, 
Patricia Hoodless (2002) Fiona Collins and Judith Graham (2001) emphasise the 
value of historical fiction in fostering curiosity and interest, as well as for its potential 
to develop the skills of meaning making and interpretation. Grant Bage (2003) was so 
convinced of literature’s potential that he argued for the history curriculum to be 
organised around stories. 
11 
 
 
Cooper’s suggestion that stories ‘represent models of our world, which we constantly 
carry in our minds, and which allow us to constantly redefine our vision of the world’ 
(Cooper, 2010, p. 25) is particularly apt with reference to the Australian Curriculum’s 
aim of preparing students for the challenges of the new worlds of the 21
st
 century. 
Cooper contends that stories help children to examine the relationship between 
imagination and reality, to look for causes of events and reasons for behaviour in 
essentially the same ways as the historian examines the past. For example, her 
research on how young children respond to the study of history indicates that 
children’s stories are useful for exploring and developing the idea of chronological 
sequence and accurate perceptions of time, as well as understandings related to 
concepts such as cause, effect and motive (Cooper, 2000). However, like history, 
literature is also a construction and an interpretation. Stories also represent a rich 
source for understanding and reflecting upon cultural differences. In the context of 
this paper, children’s literature about the Chinese presence in Australia (both past and 
present) provides history students with learning opportunities to explore and mediate 
cultural attitudes, ideals and values about Asians in Australia at this specific historical 
period as well as for the possibility for imagining a different Australia for the years 
ahead. 
 
Reading “China” through children’s literature 
As noted earlier, our title ‘reading Asia through China’ is partly ironic in that it draws 
attention to the dangers of universalizing diversity into sameness or collapsing 
difference into a single dimension. As the White Paper notes: ‘Asia is a region of 
great diversity—across ethnic groups, languages, history, institutions and natural 
endowments’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012, p. 30). However, in order to limit 
the scope of the paper, we have selected a small number of children’s fictional texts to 
highlight different perspectives on Chinese experiences in Australia. Our choice to 
focus on texts about the Chinese experience in colonial Australia reflects not only the 
important role played by the Chinese miners at the time of Australia’s early nation-
building days but their continued contribution to the social, economic and political 
landscape of an emerging nation.  
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Our approach to analysis takes account of how language is the principal means 
whereby relations of difference and power are challenged and confirmed. The 
language used in children’s books is a powerful means for embodying ideologies of 
all kinds. Texts such as those in our sample, cast light on a particular period of 
Australia’s history and constitute an important and influential body of works for 
children. These texts construct ideas and values about individual, cultural and national 
identities.  Our selection of texts includes both contemporary and historical fictions 
that are set in the gold rushes of nineteenth-century Australia, a volatile but formative 
period of Australia’s history shaped by riots, economic wealth, racism and poverty. 
Two texts, published in 1934 and 2007 and set in the early part of the twentieth-
century, recount the resentment towards Chinese diggers at the gold fields and the 
culminating violence at Lambing Flat.  They are significant for understanding how 
long-term discrimination and fear of the ‘Other’ underpinned the formation of the 
White Australia Policy (1901) with its limitations on Chinese immigration and other 
entry prohibitions based on social, cultural and educational criteria. 
 
An Insider’s Point of View 
The contemporary books by Chinese-Australian writer, Christopher Cheng, could be 
regarded as providing an ‘insider’ point of view of the past that adopts the focalizing 
perspective of the Chinese protagonists. By contrast, Pat Malvern’s book published in 
1934 offers an ‘outsider’ point of view whereby the Chinese character is denied a 
point of view and is ‘spoken for’ by the implied Anglo-Australian narrator. It is not 
our intention, however, to argue that texts produced by ‘insiders’, in this case Chinese 
writers, will necessarily provide a ‘true’ representation or account of ‘Chineseness’ or 
the Chinese experience, as this would collapse the diverse experiences of Chinese 
peoples into a single experience. We do argue, however, that Chinese authors writing 
out of their experience and cultural knowledge as members of a minority group can 
afford child readers an appreciation of cultural difference and an empathic 
engagement that they may not otherwise receive from other ‘outsider’ texts. We 
include as part of our methodology attention to how representation is not necessarily 
‘good’ or ‘bad’ but embodies interpretations and values that are reflective of the time 
in which the texts were written and produced. Patricia Linton (1999) notes in her 
discussion of the dilemma of ‘cultural outsiders’ that while ethnic and postcolonial 
writers want their books to be read by a wide audience, this ‘does not mean that he or 
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she invites all readers to share the same degree of intimacy’ (p. 42). As ‘cultural 
outsiders’ we cannot understand all the subtleties, omissions and unspoken references 
that texts by writers such as Cheng offer. We therefore ‘read China’ in this small 
sample of texts, selected from the AustLit database as a point of departure and not as 
a definitive account. 
 
AustLit: a gateway to Asian-Australian children’s literature  
AustLit: the Australian Literature Resource is an authoritative online database that 
provides valuable resources about texts, writers and illustrators that are pertinent to 
the teaching of History and other subjects. Two datasets relevant to the discussion are 
the Asian-Australian Children’s Literature & Publishing (AACLAP) (Mallan, 
Borchert, & Henderson, 2011) and the Children’s Literature Digital Resources 
Project (CLDR). AACLAP is an evolving bibliographical collection of Australian 
children’s and young adult fictional texts that represent Asian-Australian cultures and 
experiences. The collection of over 1000 references comprises traditional literary 
works such as autobiography, fiction, poetry, drama, short stories, folktales and other 
forms such as graphic novels and manga. It also includes works of criticism, a series 
of interviews with authors and a number of Research and Learning Trails. The CLDR 
Project brings together almost 600 early Australian children’s books spanning the 
period from 1851 to 1945. These texts have been digitised and are available in high-
quality, searchable PDF and XML formats.  Both AACLAP and CLDR are valuable 
resources for History teachers in that the texts present opportunities to examine 
intercultural issues in relation to their own cultural, social and political beliefs and 
values.  
 
The Australian Curriculum: History (2013) suggests a complementary view to the 
English curriculum in stating that intercultural understanding is enhanced when 
students can relate the understandings they develop about the perspectives, beliefs and 
values of people in other times and places, to contexts and circumstances in their own 
lives and in the wider world. A number of the AACLAP texts offers fictionalised 
accounts of the part Asian people, especially Chinese, played in Australia’s nation-
building process. CLDR also provides insight into the early nation-building exercise, 
but its scope is broader than AACLAP. Alongside historically-oriented texts in 
AACLAP, there are those that portray contemporary Asian-Australians’ social, cross-
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cultural and political experiences. However, as noted earlier, simply writing about 
these experiences does not guarantee that readers will undertake an empathic reading. 
All texts are produced and read in particular cultural, social and political contexts. 
These contexts influence both the discourses and ideologies privileged within the 
texts and impact upon the ways in which readers engage with them. While many of 
the texts written in earlier periods of time project commonly held views of Asian 
immigrants at the time they were written, a number of contemporary Asian-Australian 
novels and picture books may also (perhaps unconsciously) be complicit in 
perpetuating similar stereotypes and clichés. Such texts may, therefore, unwittingly 
block empathy rather than encourage it.  
 
Developing Historical Empathy through Historical Fiction 
One set of texts which disrupts prevailing perceptions of Chinese immigrants who 
came to Australia in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is the historical 
fiction novels of Christopher Cheng. As a writer of Chinese-Australian heritage, 
Cheng seeks to redress some of the stereotypes and misconceptions perpetuated in 
mainstream society and literature about Chinese immigrants to Australia. Cheng’s 
texts, whose bibliographic records can be found in the AACLAP collection, include 
New Gold Mountain: The Diary of Shu Cheong (2005), Seams of Gold (2007) and The 
Melting Pot: The Diary of Edward Chek Chee, 1903-1904 (2011). The first two 
novels are set on the goldfields and focalised through young Chinese boys (Shu 
Cheong and Danny) who live with their uncles and are required to fulfil their filial 
duties as respectful nephews. While the focus of Seams of Gold is on the developing 
relationship between Danny and his uncle, New Gold Mountain: The Diary of Shu 
Cheong recounts daily life on the goldfields as well as the escalating violence from 
sections of the white population towards the Chinese miners. 
 
As their separate stories proceed the boys are instructed in a number of ceremonies, 
festivals and obligations to family and their ancestors. This pedagogical approach 
within the texts encourages a similar process of instruction for readers encouraging 
their understanding of various Chinese customs.  This is particularly evident in New 
Gold Mountain: The Diary of Shu Cheong. For instance, the text resists the impulse to 
conflate difference into sameness when Shu Cheong compares particular European 
customs with those of his own culture and finds in favour of the Chinese practices. He 
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uses one diary entry (Cheng, 2005, p. 37) to examine the religious practices of the 
Europeans. When Shu Cheong learns that the white people only have one god, he 
concludes that having different gods for different tasks is much better. He also notes 
that white people’s temples are not red, so their fortune will not be good and they do 
not have any creatures to ward off evil spirits. In this way the text refuses to allow the 
Chinese culture to be subsumed under the dominant, European culture.  Further, when 
the white boy, Jeremy, with whom Shu Cheong establishes a secret friendship, lists a 
litany of negative things (Cheng, 2005, p. 92) his father attributes to the Chinese 
(dirty habits, smelly food, bad miners, and strange religious habits, to name a few) 
readers are aware, from their journey with Shu Cheong through his diary, that these 
accusations are without substance. The use of a diary format and first person narration 
by Chinese focalisers in the texts to convey the stories is particularly effective in 
helping readers develop an understanding of, and empathy for, traditional Chinese 
culture. Such strategies provide direct access to the characters’ thoughts and feelings 
which supports readers to develop an empathic relationship with the focaliser(s).  
 
Cheng weaves the stories of his characters’ daily lives around a number of significant 
historical events. In New Gold Mountain: The Diary of Shu Cheong, Shu Cheong 
records escalating violence towards the Chinese on the goldfields. This begins with 
‘threatening looks’ (Cheng, 2005, p. 18), warnings that Shu Cheong is not to go into 
the town alone as he would be ‘an easy target’ (Cheng, 2005, p. 29) and incidences 
where some Chinese miners have their queues (pigtails) cut off. On other occasions, 
groups of white miners march on the Chinese community to the accompaniment of a 
brass band or banging drums. Once the white miners have chased off the Chinese men 
they ransack their camp, setting fire to their tents and stealing their tools. Despite the 
occasional presence of the newly-appointed Gold Commissioner and a number of 
troopers these incidents continue, culminating in the well-documented Lambing Flat 
riots of 1861 (Ward, 1958). Shu Cheong recalls an act of hatred and his uncle’s 
reaction to it: “The white miners … had a large new flag. It had … the words of 
hating - NO CHINESE - boldly displayed. Uncle saw the banner, and just for a 
moment he slowed. 'No. Not good,' he sighed. 'Must go quickly, and far” (Cheng, 
2005, p.12). Other less noticeable, but equally effective efforts to achieve an authentic 
‘voice’, include references to particular historical events such as the appointment of a 
Gold Commissioner and the visit to the goldfields after unrest by the Premier of the 
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colony of New South Wales, as well as the site’s official declaration as the 
Burrangong Goldfield.  According to Cheng’s website (Cheng, 2008), he conducted 
extensive research in the process of writing each of these novels including noting the 
weather conditions at the time of the events in the novels. In the “Interviews with 
Seven Authors” subset of AACLAP, Cheng explains why he loves to get involved in 
the process: ‘The thought that the piece of paper that I am holding is hundreds of 
years old is phenomenal’ (Dicinoski, 2012).  
 
The third novel, The Melting Pot: The Diary of Edward Chek Chee, 1903-1904 
(Cheng, 2011), is set in Sydney at the turn of the twentieth century as a newly-formed 
Federation of Australian states moves towards enacting the White Australia policy 
through the Immigrant Restriction Act of 1901. The protagonist of this novel is a 
younger son of Shu Cheong from New Gold Mountain (Cheng, 2005). This novel also 
uses the diary format and, while Edward (Chek Chee) leads a middle-class life in the 
centre of Sydney with educated, articulate parents he, too, encounters similar 
prejudices and acts of discrimination to those perpetrated upon Shu Cheong at 
Lambing Flat. At school Edward is subjected to name-calling (“moon-face” and 
“celestial”) and teased about his queue; he is always the last person to be picked for 
any team. Also, much to his indignation, a Chinese student taunts him for only being 
half Chinese. This is exacerbated when two men in the street call him a half-caste 
saying “white mother, celestial father” (Cheng, 2011, p. 43). At the same time 
Edward’s father, Shu Cheong, is working to combat the effects on the Chinese 
community of the Immigration Restriction Act which has recently been passed by the 
newly formed Federation of Australia. He writes letters on their behalf and forms 
deputations to appeal to various authorities (Fitzgerald, 2007). The text documents an 
incident in which a group of Chinese men arrive on a boat from whence they are 
taken to the customs house by immigration officials. Here they are subjected to a 
dictation test which they all fail (Cheng, 2011, p. 71).  
 
These discriminatory acts, however, are somewhat balanced in each of the books 
when the protagonists realise that not all white Australians hold these views. A 
number of the white miners at Lambing Flat (New Gold Mountain) come to apologise 
that their compatriots have attacked the Chinese community. Mr McCullock Henley, 
who can speak Cantonese, arrives to live in the Chinese community and seems to 
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prefer their company, and Jeremy tells Shu Cheong that his mother believes that the 
Chinese are equal to the white people – an opinion that Jeremy endorses. Similarly, 
Edward and his family are treated with great respect by people in both the Chinese 
and European communities in Sydney’s business and commercial districts. 
 
In both The Melting Pot: The Diary of Edward Chek Chee, Sydney, 1903-1904 and 
Seams of Gold, the protagonists (Edward Chek Chee and Danny) (Cheng, 2005, 2011) 
have a Chinese father and an English or English-Australian mother. This may be the 
result of Cheng’s own, similar, heritage but is more likely used as a strategy to allow 
him to present the suspicion and prejudices towards a ‘mixed marriage’ on the one 
hand, and the intercultural harmony and acceptance evident within the marriage, 
particularly of Edward’s parents, on the other. By including a range of characters that 
covers a spectrum of occupations, personalities and degrees of honesty, integrity and 
so on, Cheng presents a more realistic and far more favourable view of the Chinese 
miners and others on the goldfields than the portrayals in texts written in earlier times, 
such as those in the CLDR collection. These novels go a long way towards 
challenging the stereotypes of, and negative attitudes towards, early Chinese 
immigrants to Australia.  
 
Desperately Seeking Historical Empathy in Early Australian Children’s Texts. 
As we note above all texts, whether consciously or unconsciously, reflect the ideology 
of the culture in which they are produced. The historical record of literature contained 
in CLDR provides readers with ways of judging how past ideologies are perpetuated 
or changed. Each of the texts from the CLDR dataset is an artefact from the past, 
written and published within a particular historical and social context. A comparison 
between Cheng’s historical novel and the adventure story, Secret Gold: A Story of 
Two Boys Who Found Wealth in the Heart of the Australian Desert written by Pat 
Malvern (1934), (and contained in the CLDR collection) provides a useful means for 
students to understand how historical empathy can be mobilised both for and against a 
marginalised group. 
 
The story is set in the early twentieth century and follows the adventures of two boys, 
Frank and Monty Rohan, who set out with their father to investigate suspicious 
goldmining activities in Central Australia. The boys become separated from their 
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father but continue to solve the mystery alone. The mining area at which they arrive 
consists of a camp of Chinese miners and, separately, the company mine, Jumping 
Jimmy, run by the unscrupulous pair, Stingaree Kelly and Wild Cat Larrigan. An 
examination of several excerpts from Malvern’s text highlights how particular 
prejudices, attitudes and oppressive practices, arising out of the racial conflicts and 
tensions on the goldfields during the nineteenth century, can become ‘naturalised’ and 
spoken of as ‘truth’ rather than as opinion. In other words, historical empathy in these 
texts covers over a shameful complicity with unjust and harsh treatment of Chinese 
immigrants. While the young adventurers are perhaps not intentionally or overtly 
racist, they are nevertheless products of the social conditioning of growing up in 
Australia at a time when the Chinese immigrants were still regarded with suspicion. 
However such attitudes, taken as ‘naturalised’, are often more powerfully embedded 
as a result. For instance, the use of the qualifier ‘little’ in the description: ‘the locality 
of the Chinese diggings, where little yellow men scratched about almost on the 
surface …’ (Malvern, 1934, p. 75) serves to demean the Chinese miners and position 
them as ‘other’ or like children. Further, the narrator’s offhand comment: ‘The 
Chinese  downed tools and raced over to the camp, eager to take advantage of the 
general excitement to purloin anything they fancied’ (Malvern, 1934, p. 168) 
effectively marks all Chinese miners as opportunistic thieves.   
 
These references provide limited examples of the ways in which writers use historical 
empathy to position readers to take the perspective of others who are treated unfairly 
or to judge them as being inferior to the implied Western reader. While many texts 
written in the early years of Australia’s white history may use empathy as a tool to 
support the dominant culture’s view of a marginalised ‘Other’, other more recent 
examples, such as those by Cheng, attempt a different kind of empathic account: one 
that presents the perspective of the Chinese.  Texts that invite readers to intellectually, 
emotionally and aesthetically engage with the complexity of human interactions and 
intercultural relationships enable empathy to unfold as the narrative progresses. And, 
as noted earlier, such texts provide a rich stimulus for further investigation in the 
classroom, for those images, stereotypes and iconography perpetuated about Chinese 
immigrants to Australia warrant interrogation. As Sophie Couchman (2001) observes: 
residents of Chinese background were morphed together in anonymous 
stereotypes that were part of a racist ideology, which permeated Australian 
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society during the 19
th
 and 20th centuries … by denying these people their 
individuality, society was able to create a dichotomy whereby ‘the Chinese’ 
could be shaped as an undesirable element, the antithesis of ‘an Australian.’  
This provided a justification for denying them a place in Australia … by 
recreating people through the details of this lives, it is possible to try and 
counter this imbalance … and give these people a place in Australia’s 
history (p. 125). 
 
Conclusion  
We have argued that stories about Chinese experiences in Australia from particular 
episodes in the nation’s past can be utilised for their potential to prompt historical 
inquiry and the development of empathy in the classroom. By highlighting the 
potential of the Asia priority in this way, we contend that children’s literature 
provides history students with opportunities to explore and mediate cultural attitudes, 
ideals and values about the Chinese in Australia at this specific historical period as 
well as for the possibility for imagining a different Australia for the years ahead. This 
approach is in keeping with the promise of the national curriculum project to offer 
students opportunities to engage with ‘the rich diversity of histories and cultures’ that 
have shaped Australia and also to develop the ‘knowledge, understandings and skills 
that will help them in their future lives’ (ACARA, 2008). Whilst the structure of new 
Australian Curriculum: History enables teachers to explore topics about the Chinese 
presence in Australia, and identifies empathy as one of the key concepts for 
developing historical understanding, the partial obscuring of empathy in the content 
part of the curriculum lessens its curricular strength. It is hoped that teachers, in their 
mediation of the curriculum document into classroom practice, will be able to 
negotiate some of these limitations.  
 
We have also argued that empathy is complicated and has multiple dimensions. For 
example, teachers cannot expect readers to become empathic by simply reading 
literature that takes a sympathetic or compassionate stance towards difference. 
Furthermore, the international literature indicates that teachers need to be able to 
overcome some of the conceptual confusion about empathy’s significance in the 
development of historical thinking and reasoning if it is to be fostered through 
classroom practice. Despite these challenges, we suggest well-research (historical and 
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contemporary) novels used alongside history texts and structured inquiry can provide 
deep learning experiences which could be used to stimulate interest in a particular 
period of history. While Australia may be ‘desperately seeking Asia through China’ 
as our title suggests, it is hoped that by reflecting on our own history students may 
develop an enhanced empathy towards immigrants from the Asian region as we move 
further into the ‘Asian Century’. 
 
Note:  
The Asian-Australian Children’s Literature & Publishing (AACLAP) and the 
Children’s Literature Digital Resources (CLDR) projects are supported by AustLit 
and funded by grants from the ARC Linkage, Infrastructure, Equipment and 
Facilities scheme and  Queensland University of Technology.  
 
AustLit: the Australian Literature Resource provides free access to all Australian 
schools http://www.austlit.edu.au/subscribe/australianSchoolsContacts 
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